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Part I Historic Context 

A. Introductio n 

The expanding role of highways in our automobile-oriented society makes increasing 

demands upon the imagination and abilities of the highway engineer and others concerned 

with highway development. Landscape design principles, as presented and practiced by the 

professional landscape architect, should be considered during all phases of the design 

process. These landscape design principles should include the very broad and inclusive 

aspects of integrating the highway with its environment. 

From A Guide for Highway Landscape and Environmental Design, American 

Association of State Highway Officials, 1970. 

The Texas highway system has long been hailed as a national leader in terms of both mileage and 

road quality. Since the early 1930s, Texas has proudly featured its roadside parks and rest areas 

as a focal point of its road system, serving both day-to-day highway travelers and tourists visiting 

the òLone Star State.ó The design, materials, and overarching philosophy behind the construction of 

these resources were closely linked to prevailing state and national trends, both in park design and 

highway design. Roadside parks and rest areas therefore occupy a distinctive place as resource 

types, melding highway engineering with park-oriented design and landscape architecture. The 

study of Texasõs historic roadside parks and rest areas provides a unique viewpoint from which to 

illustrate and understand the evolution of the stateõs highway network. 

During the Great Depression, naturalistic park design, ample availability of work-relief labor, a 

concerted push for highway beautification and òroadside improvement,ó and preparations for the 

1936 Texas Centennial coalesced in the construction of several hundred roadside parks around the 

state. These parks typically featured the use of stone masonry or timber for built structures and 

objects, executed in the Rustic style popularized in national and state park construction of the 

period. The Depression-era parks were designed to blend with the surrounding landscape, providing 

restful stops for leisurely picnics and relaxation.  

Following World War II, the Texas highway system experienced rapid growth, but lacked the 

inexpensive work-relief labor that had been available a decade earlier. Texas Highway Department 

(THD) efforts after the war focused on rapid expansion of primary highways and Farm-to-Market 

roads, with little apparent interest in new construction of roadside parks or other roadside 

improvements, according to THD literature. However, construction history indicates a small number 

of new parks were built in this period, as well as some reconstruction and replacement of prewar 

parks. These postwar parks utilized new standard plans and featured more modern designs. A 

notable exception to these trends was the construction of several parks along the Davis Mountains 

Scenic Loop, completing a prewar development plan that employed the Rustic aesthetic. 

The construction of the Interstate Highway system and other limited-access freeways heralded the 

next generation of respites along Texas roadsides. The THD began construction of safety rest areas 

along its Interstate Highways in the early 1960s, broadly adhering to national guidance for siting 

and spacing of such resources. In sharp contrast to the Depression-era roadside parks, designed 
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for slow-paced enjoyment of the travel experience, safety rest areas were designed to maximize 

driver safety and efficiency in terms of rest area layout and spacing between rest areas. To allow for 

easy access to and from freeway lanes, the rest areas took on a more linear appearance in plan 

than their roadside park antecedents and gained long exit and entry ramps between the freeway 

and the rest area. Built features in the rest areas and their corresponding roadside parks took on a 

more modern appearance, reflecting broader architectural and design trends. Rather than rustic 

stone masonry, picnic table/bench sets were built with smooth brick and concrete, while roofs were 

often made of corrugated asbestos and framed with angular or tubular steel designs. While the 

genesis of the roadside park is rooted in the Depression-era construction, it is the mid-century 

designs that are the most iconic and ubiquitous markers of the roadside park movement. 

 

Figure 1: Typical mid-century roadside park arbor with picnic table, Tyler District, Rusk County (10-

201-RP004). (Source: Mead & Hunt, Inc.) 

While overall appearance of park fixtures and landscaping remained very important to THD 

designers and maintenance staff, the rest areas were primarily intended to merely allow travelers a 

brief stop-off or picnic before returning to the freeway. By the early 1970s the THDõs most-used rest 

areas featured comfort stationsña polite term for toilet facilitiesñand information boards 

òInfobordsó displaying tourist information and highway maps. 

After the flurry of safety rest area construction in the 1960s and early 1970s, the THD again shifted 

focus as it completed its Interstate Highway program. Highway beautification received greater 

emphasis, through activities such as wildflower plantings, litter pickup, and billboard removal. In 

terms of roadside stop-offs for travelers, the THD initiated a building campaign for new tourist 

information offices around the state. Like their Depression-era predecessors, the tourist centers 
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were generally located at key entry points into Texas. Roadside park and rest area work again 

focused on maintenance and upkeep of existing parks.  

By the 1990s the Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT, renamed from the THD) followed a 

national trend of closing older roadside parks and rest areas, based on a perception that many 

parks were in need of extensive maintenance and were public nuisances. The agency instead 

focused its efforts on developing a revised safety rest area program focused on replacement of 

older safety rest areas and construction of new facilities along Interstate Highways and other major 

trunk highways. Location of the new safety rest areas was based on evolving traffic patterns and 

urban growth along many of the stateõs highways. As with the stateõs Depression-era roadside parks 

and its òjet ageó safety rest areas of the 1960s, Texas is receiving national attention for its new 

safety rest areas, which feature large parking areas, exercise and playground equipment, 

interpretive displays, and inventive regional designs, as well as the typical restroom facilities and 

picnic tables. 

Even given the recent trend of park closures, Texas retains a considerable number of historic-age 

roadside parks and rest areas: nearly 600 as of early 2013.1 These resources provide a highly 

visible and tangible reminder of the stateõs transportation past, and continue to serve a vital 

function for driver safety and comfort. However, they also pose a management challenge given their 

continued use by travelers and ongoing changes to the stateõs highways. Perhaps indicative of the 

wide range in construction periods, intended functions, and geographic placement of these 

resources, various sources have used several different terms when describing them. To avoid 

confusion, the following definitions are used consistently through this document: 

Roadside park ð Roadside area designated as a stopping place for motoristsõ use, generally 

constructed between the early 1930s and mid-1970s prior to Interstate Highway system 

development. Roadside parks are typified by: 

¶ More than 0.5 acre in size; typically 1 to 2 acres 

¶ Established on additional right-of-way beyond typical roadway right-of-way 

¶ Distinct drive or entryway into the facility from the roadway 

¶ Picnic facilities 

¶ No restroom facilities 

 

                                                 

1 Number of roadside parks and rest areas extrapolated from database information, provided to Mead & 

Hunt, Inc. from TxDOT Environmental Affairs Division and TxDOT Maintenance Division, April 2013. 
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Figure 2: Entrance to Roadside Park on Highway 7 east of Mexia, Limestone County, c.1936.  

(Source: TxDOT Photo Library, Austin, Texas.) 

 

Safety rest area and rest area ð These terms are commonly used interchangeably for areas 

designated as a stopping place for motoristsõ use, generally built along Interstate Highways or other 

limited-access freeways from the late 1950s to the present. Safety rest areas are typified by: 

¶ Entry/exit via ramps to freeway lanes 

¶ Usually 2 to 4 acres in size 

¶ Comfort station as a central built feature 

¶ Picnic arbors with table/bench sets 

¶ Separate car and truck parking 

 

Figure 3: IH 35 safety rest area with comfort station, Williamson County, in 1967 (nonextant). 

(Source: Texas Highways.) 
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Turnout ð Indistinct small area for motoristsõ use as a stopping place, generally established in the 

1930s and the 1940s. Turnouts are typified by: 

¶ Less than 0.5 acre in size 

¶ No picnic facilities, generally 

¶ Paved or graveled area directly adjacent to roadway, without a distinct drive or entry 

into the facility 

¶ Located within the typical roadway right-of-way 

¶ Often accompanied by a historic marker 

Figure 4: Turnout on State Highway (SH) 5 (now US 287) west of Wichita Falls, c.1936.  

(Source: TxDOT Photo Library, Austin, Texas) 

Scenic overlook ð General term for a roadside park or turnout constructed in response to 

exceptional natural scenery or views visible from the overlook. 
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Figure 5: Illustration of a scenic overlook on US 90 at the Pecos River in Val Verde County, date not 

identified. (Source: American Highways and Roadsides, 1938, plate, nonpaginated, three pages after 

58.) 

 

Picnic area or picnic unit ð Usually refers to the portion(s) of a roadside park or safety rest area with 

picnic arbors and table/bench sets. The term is also used by TxDOT to describe rest areas along 

Interstate or limited-access freeways that do not have comfort stations. 

 

Figure 6: Rock benches and table within a roadside park, Callahan County, c.1936.  

(Source: TxDOT Photo Library, Austin, Texas) 

 

Comfort station ð Building with restroom facilities at safety rest areas. 

Travel center ð Term now used by TxDOT for safety rest areas constructed from late 1990s to the 

present with much larger size and wide range of amenities such as: architecturally unique building 

housing restrooms, travel information kiosk, and vending area; exercise areas or paths; playground 

equipment; picnic facilities; designated dog-walking area; and separated parking areas for cars and 

trucks. TxDOT uses the terms òtravel centeró and òsafety rest areaó interchangeably for these 

facilities. 

Travel information center ð Building constructed at key entry points to the state, specifically for 

travelers to receive maps, brochures, and other visitor information. Travel information centers are 

staffed during daytime hours by TxDOT employees. Picnic tables and park-like areas are present at 

some travel information centers. Travel information centers were preceded in the 1930s by small 
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òinformation stationsó constructed by the THD. A new generation of centers were constructed in the 

1960s and 1970s and were known as òtourist bureausó until receiving their current name. 
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B. Setting the Stage for Roadside Parks, 1860s ð 1930 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries a combination of trends, such as appreciation 

of nationally significant natural areas and provision of pleasure grounds for urban dwellers, 

coalesced into the idea of picturesque design of landscaped places. This period also witnessed the 

rise of the Good Roads movement, the influence of the bicycle, and an increasing desire to travel 

within the United States via automobiles. Decades later, these trends eventually would coalesce 

with the design and construction of roadside parks and rest areas. 

1. The Idea of the Park 

The park movement on the national level began as an instrument to protect sites of important 

natural significance. Yellowstone National Park was designated in 1872 at the federal level and is 

widely held to be the first national park in the world.2 The idea was to allow these areas to òremain 

relatively untouchedétolerating nature for natureõs sake.ó3 While the next official national park was 

not designated until 1889, state and local governments were finding their own natural areas to 

name as state parks. The first state to do this was New York, designating Niagara Falls as a state 

park in 1885.4 The national parks, limited primarily to natural landscapes, were all in the western 

part of the United States and were administered by the Department of the Interior.5 Historic sites, 

such as battlefields, were first established in 1890 but were maintained as National Military Parks 

under the War Department.6 The Antiquities Act, passed at the federal level in 1906, gave the 

President authority to establish additional national park lands.7 Due to this law, the numbers of 

                                                 

2 James Wright Steely, Parks for Texas: Enduring Landscapes of the New Deal (Austin, Texas: University 

of Texas Press, 1999), 2; "Kotor, Srebarna and Yellowstone are Withdrawn from the List of World Heritage in 

Danger," UNESCO Press Release, 5 July 2005, http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-

URL_ID=13284&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html (accessed 12 August 2013).  

3 John A. Jakle, The Tourist: Travel in Twentieth-Century North America (Lincoln, Neb.: University of 

Nebraska Press, 1985), 68. 

4 òAmericaõs Oldest State Park,ó Niagara Falls State Park, 

http://www.niagarafallsstatepark.com/Americas-Oldest-State-Park.aspx (accessed 13 August 2013). 

5 The first National Park on the east coast was not designated until 1916 and was located in Maine. See 

òNational Park System Areas Listed in Chronological Order of Date Authorized under DOI,ó U.S. National Park 

Service, http://www.nps.gov/applications/budget2/documents/chronop.pdf (accessed 12 August 2013). 

6 òNational Park System Areas Listed in Chronological Order of Date Authorized under DOI.ó The only 

other nationally designated area type was the reservation, which was used to designate prehistoric and 

cultural areas, such as the Casa Grande Ruins in New Mexico, and areas with mineral springs, including the 

Hot Springs Reservation and the Sulphur Springs Reservation. See also National Park System websites 

http://www.nps.gov/cagr/historyculture/index.htm and http://www.nps.gov/chic/historyculture/mineral-

spring-parks.htm. 

7 òAmerican Antiquities Act of 1906 (16 USC 431-433),ó National Park Service, 

http://www.nps.gov/history/local-law/anti1906.htm  (accessed 13 August 2013). 

http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=13284&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=13284&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
http://www.niagarafallsstatepark.com/Americas-Oldest-State-Park.aspx
http://www.nps.gov/applications/budget2/documents/chronop.pdf
http://www.nps.gov/cagr/historyculture/index.htm
http://www.nps.gov/chic/historyculture/mineral-spring-parks.htm
http://www.nps.gov/chic/historyculture/mineral-spring-parks.htm
http://www.nps.gov/history/local-law/anti1906.htm
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national parks, monuments, and reservation lands grew substantially. The National Park Service 

Organic Act was enacted in 1916, creating the National Park Service (NPS), which provided a 

mechanism for supervising and maintaining all national parks, monuments, and reservations.8 At 

the national level, parks were thought of as wide open spaces and nationally important, 

òexceptionaló examples of nature.9 

The designs put forth at the federal level for amenities inside national parks reflected the idea of 

these parks as exceptional examples of nature. A primary proponent of the designed landscape 

that blended into the parksõ natural features was Andrew Jackson Downing. Downing òadapted the 

ideas and practices of the English designers [of landscape gardens] to the American landscape and 

fostered a strong awareness and appreciation of a native landscape that was inherently sublime 

and picturesque.ó10 Combining the idea of the park areas as exemplary examples of nature with the 

desire to experience these areas first hand, the manmade or man-designed features of the area 

also had to be òinherently sublime and picturesque.ó These features included òserpentine drives, 

open meadows, winding paths, picturesque rockwork, rustic bridges, and wooded glades.ó Buildings 

utilized òunpeeled logs and branches,ó which òprovided shade and seating for rest and 

contemplation.ó11 Structures were designed to be beautiful and blend into their environs, but also 

needed to be functional. Rockwork, utilizing native stone, could be used in the construction of all 

types of park structures, and could be shaped and molded into the aesthetic needed to match the 

surrounding landscape. 

 

                                                 

8 ò16 USC § 1 - Service Created; Director; Other Employees,ó Legal Information Institute, Cornell 

University Law School, http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/16/1  (accessed 9 September 2013). 

Battlefields were added to the National Park System when the War Department was reorganized in the 

1930s. 

9 Steely, 7. 

10 Linda Flint McClelland, Presenting Nature: The Historic Landscape Design of the National Park 

Service, 1916 to 1942 (Washington, D.C.: National Park Service, 1993), 11. 

11 McClelland, Presenting Nature, 12. 

http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/16/1
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Figure 7: Old Faithful Inn at Yellowstone National Park, northwest entrance. Originally built in 1904 

in the rustic design style. (Source: Library of Congress) 

 

The late nineteenth century saw the establishment of parks in urban areas to provide landscaped 

places to òescapeó the perils of the city. Central Park in New York City, which opened in 1873 after 

more than a decade of design and construction, is a prime example. While the state provided the 

means for New York City to take land under the right of eminent domain, Central Park itself was 

created, designed, and maintained at the local level.12 Park historian Galen Cranz noted that, for 

urban parks, òthe notion of a park was endorsed as if it were a check on the encroachment of the 

city rather than as a feature of the city itself.ó13 Frederick Law Olmsted, noted landscape architect 

and designer of Central Park, introduced the idea of picturesque design for landscaped places. It 

was a middle ground between wilderness and the highly circumscribed gardens of European royalty 

and elite.14 The prototype for these landscaped places from the earlier part of the century was the 

                                                 

12 Elizabeth Blackmar and Roy Rosenzweig, òHistory,ó Your Complete Guide to New York Cityõs Central 

Park, http://www.centralpark.com/guide/history.html (accessed 12 August 2013). 

13 Galen Cranz, The Politics of Park Design: A History of Urban Parks in America (Cambridge, Mass.: The 

MIT Press, 1982), 5. 

14 Cranz, 24. 

http://www.centralpark.com/guide/history.html


 

 

 

 14 

designed rural or garden cemetery.15 These open spaces provided locations where all sorts of 

recreation could take place by all types and classes of people. However, such designed pleasure 

grounds as Central Park were originally limited to urban areas where they could be used by large 

numbers of people.  

In Texas, the first sites that would eventually become state parks were established in the 1880s 

with the purchase of the Alamo and land near the Battle of San Jacinto. These locations were 

already known as tourist attractions in the 1880s and 1890s, and the 50th anniversary of the 

establishment of the Republic of Texas gave impetus for the state government to purchase the 

land.16 However, while these early òparksó received state monies, they were administered by 

outside groups. Further land purchases into the early 1900s were made, again for sites connected 

to the Republic of Texas. Due to the limited scope of sites important to Texas history, the early state 

parks were all located in the eastern part of the state. These early parks were generally used as 

picnic sites and for community events, such as camp meetings and political gatherings. They were 

not intended for camping or recreational use and offered only limited amenities.17 

By 1920 Texas had a number of state parks, most of which were historic in nature, but no overall 

state park system.18 Texas also had no national parks within its borders.19 The 1921 Des Moines 

State Park Conference was the impetus behind the creation of the Texas State Park Board in 1923 

as the number of proponents for a park system increased.20 Governor Pat Morris Neff was an eager 

promoter of state parks as well as auto-tourism, and òprompted legislators ôto encourage Texans to 

see Texas firstõ and to promote tourism by developing state parks.ó21 The Texas State Park Board, 

headed by good-roads advocate David Edward Colp and supported by Governor Neff, advocated 

òfifty-acre ôsmall parksõ and ôbeauty spotsõ as ôwaysidesõ for intercity motoristsó and received a 

number of donations of land for this purpose.22 However, a group of state legislators and citizens 

championed development of larger òdestinationó parks, up to 500 acres in size but more widely 

spaced around the state. This group was influenced by the national movement for large tourist-

oriented parks in scenic areas, an idea championed by the National Conference on State Parks and 

                                                 

15 Ann E. Chapman, òNineteenth Century Trends in American Conservation ð MA Conservation, A 

Discover Our Shared Heritage Travel Itinerary,ó National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, 

http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/massachusetts_conservation/Nineteenth_Century_Trends_in_%20American_

Conservation.html (accessed 9 September 2013). 

16 Steely, 1-2. 

17 Sharon M. Toney, The Texas State Parks System: An Administrative History, 1925-1984 , Dissertation: 

Texas Tech University, 1995, 12-14. 

18 Steely, 5. 

19 The first national park in Texas was Big Bend National Park, authorized in 1935; see 

http://www.nps.gov/applications/budget2/documents/chronop.pdf.  

20 Toney, 12-14. 

21 Toney, 20. 

22 Steely, 7. 

http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/massachusetts_conservation/Nineteenth_Century_Trends_in_%20American_Conservation.html
http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/massachusetts_conservation/Nineteenth_Century_Trends_in_%20American_Conservation.html
http://www.nps.gov/applications/budget2/documents/chronop.pdf
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the NPS. As a compromise between these two schools of thought, the legislature designated 23 

small òstate parksó by 1927, as well as a compromise proposal for the development of the Davis 

Mountains State Park Highway. This project proposed òan eighty-mile scenic loop in the mountains 

west of Fort Davis upon donated right-of-way.ó23 However, work on the project did not begin until 

after the start of the Great Depression.24 The 23 designated state parks were not given any money 

for infrastructure improvements, so Texasõs parks still provided no amenities to travelers. In 

contrast, Texasõs premier urban parks of the early twentieth century, such as Brackenridge Park in 

San Antonio and Hermann Park in Houston, were designed in the Olmsted tradition of landscaped 

grounds and recreational areas. Because of the lack of amenities in state parks, travelers had to 

avail themselves of commercial auto camps and motels for amenities.25 By 1924 Texas had 174 of 

these auto camps.26 Many cities and towns established campgrounds for automobile tourists and 

itinerant travelers, usually on the outskirts of their communities.  

 

Figure 8: An example of an auto camp near Dania, Florida, in 1937.  

(Source: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Online Catalog) 

 

                                                 

23 Steely, 7. 

24 òTWPD Park: Davis Mountains State Park,ó Texas Parks and Wildlife, 

http://www.texascccparks.org/parks/davis-mountains/ (accessed 9 September 2013). 

25 òTo Love the Beautiful: The Story of Texas State Parks,ó Texas State Library and Archives Commission, 

https://www.tsl.state.tx.us/exhibits/parks/index.html (accessed 12 September 2013). 

26 Belasco, Warren James. Americas on the Road: From Autocamp to Motel, 1910 ð 1945.  Cambridge, 

Mass.: MIT Press, 1979, 71. 

http://www.texascccparks.org/parks/davis-mountains/
https://www.tsl.state.tx.us/exhibits/parks/index.html



















































































































































































































































































































